
What effects does ‘wait time’ have on pupil responses to questioning? 

 

Caitlin McGrath 

Group 3C 

 

Rationale 

This enquiry seeks to explore the implications of allowing pupils more time to think or “wait” 
time before accepting an answer. I found it really interesting that it has been shown on 
average teachers wait less than one second, after posing a question, before taking an answer 
or intervening themselves (Rowe, 1986, p.43). I was interested in this area as I find that 
within many of my younger classes in particular, that the same pupils are the ones offering 
answers all the time. I was particularly interested in testing the effects of increasing my wait 
time to around 3 seconds based on the research carried out by Tobin (1987) which suggests 
optimal effects on pupil responses across the class. 

 

Aims 

The aims of this research were to evaluate the effect of increasing wait time after posing a 
question to pupils. This is true for both the wait time before accepting an answer (wait time 1) 
and the wait time after accepting an answer before intervening (wait time 2). This research 
also sought to explore the various Assessment is for Learning (AifL) methods of encouraging 
thinking time amongst the pupils by testing various strategies which allow time before 
answers are offered. This would then be used to evaluate which methods most effect pupil 
responses in relation to wait time.  

 

Methodology 

This research was conducted with a mixed ability Secondary 1 Geography class of 27 pupils. 
The research was carried out over 3 lessons per week for 4 weeks. 

 Initially, pupils were asked by the teacher as a show of hands “Who thinks it is important to 
answer the teacher as quickly as possible?” Their responses to this initial question were then 
used as a comparison at the end of the research. Pupils were again asked the same question, 
after having more understanding, experience and practice of the wait time concept, to see if 
answers had changed to reflect more value being placed on the quality of the response over 
the time. Pupils were also asked additionally at this time to provide their opinion on the wait 
time concept on post-it notes. 

Participant observation was carried out by the teacher during these four weeks by making 
observation notes in a planner after each class reflecting on pupil responses. These notes 
considered the quality of pupils’ answers in terms of the spread of answers across the class 
and the level of dialogue/discussion generated between pupils stemming from the initial 



questions. This could all then be compared to the nature of the pupils responses before the 
research began to evaluate any differences once wait time had been introduced.  

Questioning techniques were incorporated throughout the research as the level of questioning 
had to be carefully considered if all pupils were to be given the opportunity to offer high 
quality answers. Therefore, Blooms Taxonomy levels were used to stage the level of 
questioning to the ability of the pupil and in order to scaffold the pupils learning from lower 
order thinking to higher order thinking as suggested by Carrol and McCulloch (2018). 
Initially, the 3 second wait time was introduced using lower level questions to allow pupils to 
get in to the routine of waiting before they answer. As pupils got used to this practice they 
were gradually moved up the levels as appropriate to their ability.  

Various AifL methods were also incorporated alongside the blooms questioning technique to 
collect evidence and to allow variation such as show me boards, lollipop sticks, name 
randomisers, ‘pose, pause’ pounce’ technique and the ‘no hands’ technique. In particular, 
show me boards were used to collect evidence of the quality of pupils’ answers improving on 
a whole class level. The amount of correct answers could be clearly counted and the answers 
compared when asking questions with or without the wait time. 

 

Findings 

The findings overall suggest that by increasing wait time consistently, both after wait time 1 
and 2, has a positive effect on pupil responses. These positive effects included an increase in 
the quality of answers offered (length and relevance of answer), an increase in the amount of 
pupils offering answers, an increase in the amount of discussion and dialogue between pupils 
about their answers and a decrease in the amount of pupils answering with “I don’t know”. 
This correlates directly with other studies discussed by Rowe (1986) who highlights, for 
example, that across wait time studies the length of pupil answers increase by between 300% 
and 700%.  

Initially, when asked “who thinks it is important to answer the teacher as quickly as 
possible?” most of the pupils put their hand up in agreement (see figure 1). When the pupils 
with their hands down where asked why they did not think it was important all of them made 
reference to reasons to do with confidence. For example one pupil said “[it isn’t important] 
because some people don’t want to answer out in class”. Therefore, these pupils were 
referring to pupils who will not offer answers out in class at all and did not make a 
connection between the amount of time taken to offer answers and the quality of the 
response. However, when this question was asked again after the research period had ended 
the responses were very different. The second time the pupils were asked this no pupils put 
up their hand to indicate that a quick answer was important (see figure 1). This represents a 
clear shift in pupil attitudes towards the importance placed upon taking time to consider your 
answer upon engagement with the “wait” time concept. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This was further reflected in their feedback about the wait time concept. After no pupils put 
up their hands, they were asked to write their opinion of “wait” time on a post- it note. The 
responses were then categorised in to positive, negative or neutral. 22 out of 27 responses 
could be considered positive, 5 considered neutral and 0 considered negative (see figure 2). 
This again strongly suggests a positive response from pupils regarding provisions of 
appropriate wait time before being expected to answer. To quote some of the responses one 
pupil wrote “wait time was good because I had time to think to myself first”, whilst another 
wrote “I liked it because you didn’t have to come up with an answer straight away and 
embarrass yourself cause you didn’t have enough time”. This highlights the feelings felt by 
pupils regarding the pressure they are sometimes put under in order to quickly produce an 
answer. It also highlights the fact that pupils often feel they are producing incorrect or low 
quality answers as a direct result of not having enough time to think.  

 

Figure 2. 
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Similar findings were also noted through observation notes regarding the quality, amount and 
spread of responses from the pupils after each lesson. These notes indicated an increase in the 
amount of pupils offering answers out in class compared to before the research began. It was 
also noted that 2 pupils offered answers out during this research period that had not 
previously offered any since coming to Geography 3 weeks before the research began. It was 
also noted that the quality of answers had improved overall, particularly with middle order 
questions as pupils moved from short, vague answers to more being more elaborative. This 
then meant that questioning strategies could be further adopted, moving towards higher order 
questions and again increasing pupils’ knowledge and quality of answers. 

In particular, this type of improvement in terms of length of answer was noted in the few 
pupils who would always have put their hands up and answer out quickly. This could perhaps 
be explained by the fact that their answers were no longer being accepted right away and so 
the pupils were forced to put more thought in to their answers before offering one. This was 
particularly true through the “no hands” technique where these pupils realised there would be 
no benefit to rushing to an answer as they could not demonstrate their quick thinking through 
putting their hand up in this occasion. This was also true with methods such as the show me 
boards as pupils were not allowed to reveal their answers until after the “wait” time. 

 

Conclusions 

In all, this research produced overwhelming evidence in support of providing appropriate 
“wait” time when questioning. This ensured that the teacher was no longer putting an 
unrealistic time constraint of less than 1 second for pupils to come up with answers. This had 
positive effects observed by the teacher both in terms of the quality of responses and the 
amount of pupils within the class offering answers. It also indicated that pupils began to have 
more confidence in their ability to answer questions in front of the class and made them more 
willing to offer answers in the future. Overall, pupils engaged positively and were self-aware 
of their improvements as reflected in their feedback. This enquiry was limited in that it 
focussed mainly on the wait time of three seconds. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Further research could be done to provide guidelines of the appropriate amount wait time in 
relation to different types of questions and tasks. There is also room for further research in to 
how wait time could be differentiated to different pupil abilities and learning styles.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

Bibliography 

Carroll, M. and McCulloch, M. (Eds) (2018) Understanding Learning and teaching in 
Primary Education (Second Edition). London: SAGE Publishing. 

Rowe, M. (1986). Wait Time: Slowing Down May Be A Way of Speeding Up!. Journal of 
Teacher Education, 37(1), pp.43-50. 

Tobin, K. (1987). The role of wait time in higher cognitive level learning. Review of 
Educational Research, 57(1), 69-95. 


